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in the end, that it is wiser to be natural with me, for example I never
heard Oscar Wilde utter a smutty joke in my presence and Sir James
Barrie never talked cricket scores with me, knowing that I was more at
home with music scores. Unlike Wilde, Yeats could not spell and had
no sense of number. That is why his poetry went wrong."
"Einstein," I said, "suffered from the same weakness. He had no
sense of number. He got a very great violinist to help him in his playing.
The violinist beat time, one, two, one two. But Einstein did not play to
his satisfaction. After trying many times the violinist lost his patience:
I'll tell you what is wrong with you, Mr. Einstein, you can't count.
That's what it is!' and having discovered the mathematician's weakness,
he went on with the teaching."
"I always say," G.B.S. said, "if you have a weakness, turn it into a
strength. You must never forget that people often rise by their very
weaknesses and vices, which they have tried hard to hide. William
Morris used to say: the Scots are all virtue, I can't stand them; the Irish
are vicious, I love them."
"He was obviously playing up to you," I said.
"Playing down, certainly down. He was a great man if ever there was
one. A great man is one, whom you instinctively believe. Hyndman
educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, and not at Oxford, like Morris,
was the better talker of the two and it was a pleasure to listen to him
because one instinctively disbelieved all he said."
"You were born in an age of giants. You were fortunate."
"I don't know," he answered. "It is true that some of them reached
very great heights. I have seen the Himalayas and I have seen Popocatapetl
and they have left me unmoved, in fact, the Irish hills still seem higher
to me. Anyhow it doesn't really matter what age one is born in: the
description of a great man in the Greek days would apply equally to a great
man of to-day. That is why my historic plays are so absorbing; they are
easy to write because the facts are a gift: all that has to be done is to supply
the ideas and the people personifying the ideas."
"A very modest ambition, I agree."
"I have never wanted to preach the worship of a great man as Carlyle
did; nor achieve greatness at the expense of others, but I always did want,
and still want, to put ideas into people's heads, so that they can conceive
something better than themselves and strive to bring it into existence.
You talked of the age into which I was born as a great age. I regard it
as the most villainous page of recorded history, redeemed only by men